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FE%’DJNAHHE SCIAMNNA/MAGNLUM

A small tovwn is a vast hell.
—Argenttnean ‘ﬁﬁ&wﬁ},
[ 4

fren, when the procery store is empry

and all you can hear is the buzzing
of flics, I think of that young man whose
name we never knew and whom no one
in tovwn cver mentioned agamn. For some
reason that 1 can't explain, 1 always imag-
ine him as we saw him that first time: the
dusty clothes, the bristling beard, and ¢s-
pecially the long, dishevelled hair that
almost covered his eyes. It was the begin-
ning of s pIing, which is wh}f, when he
came into the store, | took him for a
camper headed south. He bought a few
cans of food and some coffee; as | added
up the bill, he looked at his reflecton in
the window, brushed his hair oft his fore-
head, and asked me if there was a barber
in town.

In those days, there were two barbers
m Puente Viejo. Now [ realize that ithed
gone to Old Melchor's he might never
have met the French Woman, and no
onc would have gossiped about them.
But Melchor's place was at the other end
of town, and I had no reason to anticipate
what happened.

T'he fact is that I sent him to Cenvifics
place, and it scems that while Cervifiowas
giving him a haireut the French Woman
appearcd. And the French Woman looked
at the boy the way she looked at all men.
And that was when the bloody business
started, because the boy stayed on in town

and we all thought the same thing: that
he'd stayved on beeause of her.

It hadn't been a year since Cervifio
and his wife had settled in Puente Vicjo,
and we knew very little about them.
They didn't socialize with anyone, as the
whole town used to point out angrily.
If the truth be told, in poor Cervifio's
casc it was little more than shyness, but
the French Woman may, in fact, have
been quite stuck up. They'd come from
the big city the previous summer, at the
beginning of the season, and when
Cervifio opened his barbershop [ re-
member thinking that hd'd soon send
2 Old Melchor under, because he had a
¢ hairdresser’s diploma and had won a
% prize in a crewcutting competition, and
= he owned a pair of clectric clippers, a hair
dryer, and a swivel chair, and he would
sprinkle vegetable extracts onto your
scalp and even spray some lotion onyou
zf}f{m didn't Stop him in tirme. Also, in
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Cervifio's shop the latest sportss maga-
zine was always in the rack. And, above
all. there was the French Woman. |
never actually knew why people called
her the French Woman, and | never
tried to find out—I'd have been disap-
pointed to discover that the French
Woman was born, for instance, in Bahia
Blanca, or, cven worse, in a small town
like this one. Whatever the truth, the
tact is thar I'd never met a woman quite
fikeo h{:r.. I't’la}’hﬁ it was E;impl}* that she
didn't wear a bra: even in winter you
could sec that she wasn't WCANng 4 th'mg
under her sweater. Or maybe it was her
habit of appearing in the barbershop
barely dressed and purtting on her
makeup in the mirror, right there in
front of CVCIyone. But that wasn't it.
There was something cven more dis-
turbing about the French Woman than
her body, which always scemed uncasy
in its clothes, even more unscttling than
the low plunge of her neckline. She
would stare into your eyes steadily, until
vou had to look down, and her eyes were
full of incitement, full of promusc, but

they also had a mocking glimmer, as if

she were testing you, knowing in ad-
vance that you'd never take up her chal-
lenge, as if she had already made up her
mind that no one in town measured up
to her wild standards. So she'd provoke
us with her eyes, and scorntully, also
with her cyes, she'd draw away.

All this in front of Cervifio, who
seemed to notice nothing, bent in silence
over the backs of our necks, dicking his
scissors in the air from time to time.

Oh, yes, the French Woman was at
first Cervifid's best publicity, and in the
carly months his barbershop was very
busy. But I had been mistaken about
Melchor. The old manwas no fool and he
gradually started to lure his dlients back.
I le somehow managed to get some pomo
magazines, which the military had forbid-
den in those days, and later, during the
World Cup, he gathered all his savings
and bought a color TV, the first one in
town. Then he started saying, to whoever
would listen, that in Puente Viejo there
was one and only one barbershop for men;
Cervifio's was a hairdresser’s for poofs.

I lowever, my guess is that if many re-
turned to Melchor's barbershop it was,
once again, because of the French Woman;
few men can stand being mocked or hu-
miliated for very long by a woman.

As I was saving, the young man
stayed on. He set up a tent on the out-
skirts of town, behind the dunes, not far
from the house of Espinosas widow, Fe
rarely came to the groeery store; when-
cver hie did, he'd shop for along haul, for
a ﬁ}rtmtrht or a month, but every single
day he ﬂﬁzt(,d the barber's.

And, since it was hard to believe that
he went there only to read the sports
pages, people started to pity Cervino. In
the beginﬁhftg, everyone felt SOLTy for him.
The truth is that it wasn’t difheult to fedd
sorty tor Cervinio: he had the innocent air
of a cherub and an casy smile, as shy peo-
ple often do. e was a man of very fow
words, and at times he appeared to sink
into a tortuous and distant world; his eyes
would wander into space and he'd stand
tor a long while, sharpening his razor
blade or interminably clicking his scissors,
so that you had to cough to bring him back
to reality. Once or twice, I surprised him
in the mirror, staring at the French
Woman with a mute, concentrated pas-
sion, as it he himseltwere unable to believe
that such a woman was his wifc. And that
devoted eaze, which held not the shadow
of a doubt, filled us with pity.

On the other hand, itwas equally casy
for us to condemn the French Womi
above all for the town's married women
and for the spinsters in scarch of hus-
bands, who, from the very start, had
made common cause against her fearh
necklines, But many men also felr re-
senttul of the French Woman, especially
those who had a reputation as the lady-
killers of Puente Vicjo, such as Niclsen
the Jew—men who weren't accustomed
to being slizhted, much less scormed, by
2 WOITADN. |

And, cither because the World Cup
was over and there was nothing left
to talk about or bacmg*;{r there was a
dearth of scandals in town, all conversa-
tions led eventually to the goings on
of the French Woman and her young
man. From behind the counter, I'd hear
over and over the same comments: what
Niclsen had scen one night on the beach

(it had been a cold night B.ﬁd yet they had
both stripped naked and they must have
been on drugs, because they had done
something that Niclsen would not de-
scribe, even with ne women present);
whart Espinosa’s widow had said (that
from her window she could always hear
laughter and moaning coming from the
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bov's tent, the unmistakable sound of

two bodies rolling around together);
what the eldest of the Vidals had told
us (that right in the barbershop, right
there in front of him and of Cervifio . . ).
Who knows how much of the gossip
was true,

Om: day, we realized that the boy
and the French Woman had dis-
appeared. I mean, the boy didn'tseem to
be around anymore, and no one had scen
the French Woman, cither in the bar-
bershop or on the pathway down by the
beach where she liked to go for walks.
‘Fhe first thing we all thought was that
they'd run away together, and, maybe
because running away always has a ro-
mantic 1ing to it, or because the danger-
ous temptress was now out of reach, the
women scemed willing to forgive the
French Wornan for this. It was obvious
that there was something wrong in that
marriage, they'd say. Cervifio was too old
for her, and also the boy was very hand-
some. . . . And with sccretive gigples
they'd confess that maybe they would
have done the same.

(One afternoon, when the matterwas
being discussed yet again, Espinosa’s

widow, who happened to be in the gro-

cery store, said in a mysterious voice that
in her opinion something far worse had
taken place; the boy, as we all knew, had
set up his tent near her house, and even
though she, like the rest of us, hadn't
scen him for days the tentwas still there
and it scemed to her very strange—she
repeated the words “very strange™ —that
they would not have taken the tent with
them. Someone said that maybe the po-
lice should be told, and then the widow
muttered that it might also be fitting to
keep an cve on Cervifio. I remember be-
coming angry and vet not knowing how
to respond: my rule is never to enter info
an argument with a customer. | began
by weakly saying that no one should be
accused without proof, and that in my
opinion it was impossible that Cervifio,
that somceone like Cervifio . . . But the
widow cut in: it was a well-known fact
that shy people, introverted people, can
be extremely dangerous when pushed
too far.

We were still going around in circles
when Cervifio appeared at the door.

There was a deep silence; he must have
realized that we were ralking abour him,
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A MODERN GREEK FOLK SONG

Back in front of St. Dimitriou, start of winter,

the boy passes by with his oxen, heading for the fields.

And the girl who loves him takes him fresh bread.

On the crest of the hill she sits down and says to her George,
“Come, sweetheart, cat some bread, cat your fill.”

The boy falls to kissing, the gitl to playing her games.

The oxen tire themselves out, joined the day long.

Blackeye turns toward Sweetface and finally says,

“Tsri't the boss anywhere at all to getus uny{}Lcd?ﬂ

—Ancrymons

{ Transhated, from the Greck, by Edwnd Keeley.)

because everyone looked down or away. |
saw him blush, and, more than ever, he
scemed to me like a helpless child who had
never tried to grow up. When he gave me
his order, I noticed that he had only a few
orocerics on his list and that he hadn'’t
asked for yogurt. While he was paying, the
widow abruptly asked him about the
French Woman. Cervifio blushed once
more, but gently now, as if he felt honored
by so much solicitude. He said that his
wite had travelled up to the city to look
after her father, who was very sick, but that
she would be back soon, maybe in a weeks
time. While he was speaking, a curious ex-
pression, which at first I found hard to
parse, crept over the faces around mier dis-
appointment. And as soon as Cervifio was
eone the widow renewed her attack, She,
the widow said, had not been taken in by
that Immbag’ we'd never sec the poor
woman again. And in a low voice she in-
sisted that there was a2 murderer on the

loose in Puente Viejo, and that any one of

us could be the next victim.

A week went by, then a whole month,
and the French Woman hadn’t returned.
Nor had the boybeen scen again. The kids
from town started using his tent to play at
cowboys and Indians, and Puente Vicjo
divided itsclf into two camps: those who
were convinced that Cervifio was a crimi-
nal and those of us who believed that the
French Woman would come back—and
we were becoming fewer and fewer. One
could hear people say that Cervino had slit
the boy's throat with a razor while cutting
his hair, and mothers would forbid their
children to play in the street outside the
barbershop and beg their husbands to go

back to Melchor’s. I lowever, and this may

seemn strange, Cervifio wasn't bereft of cli-
ents: the boys in town would dare one an-
other to go and sit in the doomed barber's
chair and ask for a razor haircut, and it be-
came a sign of virility t© wear one’s hair
brushed upward and sprayed.

Whenwe asked for news of the French
Woman, Cervifio would repeat the
story about his sick father-in-law, which
no longer sounded believable. People
stopped greeting him, and we heard that
Espinosa’s widow had told the police in-
spector that Cervifio should be arrested.
But the inspector had answered that,
until the bodies were found, nothing
could be done.

The town started making conjectures
about the bodies: some said that Cenvifio
had buried them under his patio; others
that hed cut them into strips and thrown
them into the sea. And gracually, in the
townspeople's imﬂginaﬁé}n, Cervifio grew
into an increasingly monstrous being.

In the grocery store, listening to the
same talk over and over, I began to feel
a superstitious fear, the presentument
that in these endless discussions some-
thing awhul was bﬁ:ing hatched. In the
meantime, Espinosa’s widow scemed to
have gone out of her mind. She went
about digging holes everywhere, armed
with a ridiculous child’s shovel, hollering
at the top of her voice that she wouldn't
rest until she'd found the bodices.

And one day she found them.

It wias an afternoon gt the beginning
of November. The widow came into
the store and asked me if 1 had any
shovels, and then, in a loud voice so that
everyone would hear, she said that the
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inspector had sent her in search of shov-
els and volunteers to dig in the dunes
behind the bridge. Next, slowly drop-
ping the words one by one, she said that
it was there that she had seen, with her
very own eyes, a dog r:lcmumu_, 2 human
hand. A shiver ran down my back; sud-
denly it had all become true, and while
§was looking for the shovels, and while
I locked up the store, 1 kept on hear-
ing, without quite belicving it yer, the
horrific conversation: “dog,” “body,” “hu-
man hand.”

Proudly, the widow led the march. |
trailed behind, carrying the shovels. 1
looked at the others and saw the usual
taces, the people who came to the store

to bu} pasta and tea. [ looked around me
and nothing had changed, no sudden
gust of wind, no unexpected silence. It
was an afternoon like all others, at that
uscless hour when one wakes up from
one’s nap. Below us, the houses stood
in an ever-decrcasing line, and the sca it-
sclf, in the distance, secemed provincial,
unthreatening. For an instant, I thought
that I understood my own feelings of
incredulity. Because something like
this couldn’t be happening here, not in
Puente Vicjo.

When we reached the dunes, the in-
spector hadn't found anything yet. He was
{ﬁggin g bare-chested, and his showel rose
and fell anhampered. I le gestured vaguely
around him, and | handed out the shovels
and sank mine into the spot that looked
safest. For a while, the only sound was the
dry thud of metal hitting sand. I was start-
ing to lose my fear of the shovel and
think that maybe the widow had made a
mistake, that maybe what she had told us
wasn't true, when we heard a furious bark-
ing. It was the dog that the widow had
scen earlier, 2 poor anemic creature run-
ning desperately around us in circles. The
inspector tried to shoo it away by throw-
ing bricks at it, but the dog came back
again and again, and at a certain point
seemed almost to jump up at the inspec-
tor's throat.

And then we realized that this was in-
deed the place. The inspector started to
dig once again, faster and faster; his frenzy
was contagious, the shovels moved inuni-
son, and suddenly the inspector shouted
that he'd hir something, Fle dug a licde
deeper and the first body appeared.

The others barely glanced at i and

went back to their shovels, almost en-
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thusiastically, searching for the b r{:mh
Woman, but I went up to the bodyand

forced myself to look at it closely. Be- |
tween its sand-hlled eyes was a black

=
1

hole. It wasn’t the boy.

I turned around, to warmn the inspec- |

tor, and it was like stepping into a night-

mare: everyone was digging up bodies. It

was as if the bodies were sprouting from
the carth. Every time a shovel dug in, a
head would roll out or a mutilared rorso

would appear. Wherever you looked,

there were dead bodies and more dead

bodies, and heads and more heads.

The horror made me wander from |
one place to another; 1 wasn'table to think,

I wasn't able to understand, untal 1 saw
a back riddled with bullets and, farther

away, a blindfolded head. Then 1 realized

what it was. 1 looked at the inspector

and saw that he, too, had understood, and
he ordered us to stay where we were, not
to move, and went back into town to get
instructions.

Of thﬁ: time th;lt went b-}r untﬂ. htr

came back, I remember only the inces-

sant barking of the doyg, the smell f}f
death, and the figure of the widow prod-
ding with her child’s shovel among the
corpses, shouting at us to carry on, be-
cause the French Woman had not yet
been found. When the inspector re-
turned, he was straight-backed and sol-
emmn, like someone ready to give orders.

I Ie stood in front of us and told us o

bury the bodies again, just aswe had found |

therm. We all went back to our shovels, no
one daring to say a word.

asked mysclf whether the boy might not
be here, too. The dog was barking and

jumping up and down, as if crazy. Then

we saw the inspector, one knee on the
eround and his gun in his hand. 1 le fired
a single shot. The dog fell down dead.

Then he took two steps, still holding the
gun, and kicked the dog's body away, for

us to bury it as well. Before heading back
to town, he ordered us not to speak to |
anyone about what we had seen, and jot-
ted down, one by ong, the names of all |

who had been there.

The French Woman returned a few -
days later: her father had completely re-

covered. We never mentioned thf: boy

again. The tent was stolen as soon as rhe &

holiday season started.
( Translated, from the Sparish,
by Atherto Manguel.)
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